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On July 26, police forcibly removed several hundred campesinos from 1,000 ha of land on the former
Tacamiche banana plantation 260 km north of Tegucigalpa. The campesinos vowed to continue their
fight to hold onto the land, which has been the property of the Tela Railroad Company a subsidiary
of the US-based United Brands for almost a century. The conflict began in July 1994, when Tela fired
half its 6,600 person work force after a two-month strike. It also shut down operations in Tacamiche
and three other plantations: La Curva, San Juan, and Copen. Some 450 families, mostly former
workers on the plantations that were closed, have occupied Tacamiche and farmed land there ever
since.
On July 10, police and army troops removed the squatters, but they began returning the next day.
They were eventually joined by 600 other campesinos belonging to the rural workers' association
Central Nacional de Trabajadores del Campo (CNTC). CNTC leader Rafael Alegria says that
Tacamiche is national, not private, property and that the Tela Railroad Company forfeited its right to
use the land when it abandoned banana production there.
Furthermore, campesino leaders say the land is no longer serving a socially valuable function and
should be redistributed to the landless under the agrarian reform law. They also claim a general
right to it as ancestral communal land (ejido), fraudulently acquired by Tela. Tensions rose as the
squatters some of whom were armed with machetes issued a communique on July 19 (Declaracion
de Tacamiche), warning that they were willing to spill blood to defend Tacamiche. Tela urged
President Roberto Reina to call in the armed forces, and secured a court order to have the squatters
removed. Reina issued several statements saying the rights of private property would be protected.
"The land titles of the banana company are legitimate, and since they are legitimate, we cannot
question them," said Reina on July 14. He said that the government could not violate private
property rights without putting at risk the country's secure judicial environment for investors.
But he also offered to give the squatters land somewhere else through the National Agrarian
Institute. Ubodoro Arriaga, director of the Institute, agreed to examine the company's land titles.
The government mediator, Gautama Fonseca, a congressional deputy from the governing Partido
Liberal (PL), got the CNTC to agree on a review of the company's titles and to voluntarily leave
Tacamiche if they could be convinced that the company indeed possessed legal claim to the land
in question. With the intervention of human rights ombudsman Leo Valladares and mediation by
Fonseca, an eight-day truce began on July 16.
However, negotiations soon collapsed. Fonseca said he was unable to convince the campesino
representatives that Tela has valid title to the property. For their part, CNTC leaders accused the
government of trying to force on them a solution favorable to the company. On July 26, a contingent
of 350 police removed 500 campesinos from Tacamiche with only a few minor injuries reported.
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Police arrested 26 people suspected of being leaders of the land invasion. In the aftermath, the
Central American Commission for the defense of Human Rights (CODEHUCA), headquartered in
Costa Rica, said the Tela Railroad Company was guilty of many abuses of its workers and that the
Honduran armed forces "militarized" the area, keeping the company's plantations "under a virtual
state of siege." To date, no new confrontations have been reported. Nevertheless, the land issue
has not been resolved and another union, the Federacion de Sindicatos de Trabajadores Libres del
Norte de Honduras (FESITRANH), is considering giving support to the former Tacamiche workers.
(Sources: Notimex, 07/12/95, 07/14/95; Reuter, 07/16/95; Agence France-Presse, 07/13/95, 07/22/95,
07/24/95, 07/27/95)
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